
Combined
Sewer
Overflow Control Program

Reducing overflows of combined 
stormwater, wastewater
During and following heavy rains when flows exceed the ca-
pacity of the sewer system in Seattle, the system can over-
flow into local waters. When that happens, about 90 percent 
of the combined volume of the overflows is stormwater; the 
rest is diluted sewage.

Since the mid-1970s, King County has worked closely with 
the City of Seattle to control these discharges of combined 
sewage and stormwater. The total number of overflows has 

dropped about 58 percent from the baseline estimated in 1981-83. That de-
crease reflects the progress so far in King County’s program to reduce com-
bined sewer overflows, or CSOs, to an average of one a year at each outfall. 

Seattle wastewater usually flows to the county’s West Point Treatment Plant, 
which began operating in 1966. Concerned citizens in 1958 had established 
a regional wastewater treatment and conveyance utility called Metro to solve 
water pollution problems. The utility, now part of King County, built wastewa-
ter facilities—interceptor pipes, pump and flow-regulator stations, and treat-
ment plants—inside and outside Seattle. The existing system represents a 
$3.7 billion public investment (in 2003 dollars).

King County’s Wastewater Treat-
ment Division is now upgrading, 
designing and building wastewater 
facilities to serve projected popu-
lation growth of more than 1 
million people. To meet growth 
and regulations, the county will 
spend more than  $2.6 billion 
(2003 dollars) on new and 

improved facilities during 
the next 30 years.

Protecting public health and the environment

Controlling CSOs protects the public and the 
environment in Seattle.



At a Glance: King County/Seattle CSO Control Program
In the 1950s, more than 20 billion gallons of untreated or poorly treated wastewater flowed from 
combined sewers into major Seattle lakes, the Duwamish River and Puget Sound. By the 1980s, 
efforts by King County and Seattle had reduced the CSO baseline to an average of 2.3 billion 
gallons per year. With construction of CSO control projects since then, King County by 2005 has 
reduced CSO volume to an average of less than 1 billion gallons per year. 

King County and the City of Seattle share management of CSOs based on the size of the drainage 
basin served by each CSO outfall. The county manages CSOs from basins greater than 1,000 acres. 
The King County CSO program:

began in the 1970s

includes 47.5 square miles of combined sewers (within Seattle); about 20 percent of King County’s 
service area

manages 38 CSOs; City of Seattle manages 90 CSOs

expects to complete CSO control by 2030 (21 projects left to be completed).

King County CSO Reduction Since 1960 Tunnel boring machine 
finishes its work 
in Rainier Valley. 
Completed in 2005.

Combined sewer
storage tunnel

under Mercer Street. 
Completed in 2005.

Metro becomes operating wastewater agency under
Comprehensive Sewerage Plan

Regional treatment plants begin operation

Major interceptors begin operation

Computer control system online

Seattle sewer separations
under "Forward Thrust" 
bonds

1979 King County CSO Control Plan and 1980 Seattle CSO Control Plan approved

Sewer separations
1988 King County CSO Control Plan approved

Regional Wastewater
Services Plan approved

Metro merges with 
King County

Denny Way/
Lake Union and
Henderson Street
Storage Treatment
Tunnels
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Regulator stations begin operation

CSO treatment
plants begin 
operation

Creating Resources from Wastewater



CSO locations are posted to notify the public 
of potential health risks

Storing and treating 
combined flows
To control overflows, the 
county program stores the 
combined flows until they 
can be treated at the West 
Point Treatment Plant, 
at two small CSO treat-
ment plants, and even 
within two huge  tunnels 
that store the combined 
stormwater and sewage. 
The two CSO plants, one 
in West Seattle near Alki 
Point and one in North 
Seattle, are former waste-
water treatment plants for 
their communities. 

King County in 2005 com-
pleted two major construc-
tion projects to store and 
treat combined sewage 
and stormwater with 15-
foot-diameter tunnels. The 
7.2-million-gallon Denny 
Way/Lake Union project 
controls all CSOs into Se-
attle’s Lake Union and the 
county’s largest CSO at 
Denny Way in Myrtle Ed-
wards Park on Elliott Bay. 
The 4-million-gallon Hen-
derson/Martin Luther King 
Way project brings the last 
uncontrolled county CSO 
into Lake Washington into 
compliance.

Denny Way outfall removed in 2003, improving 
the Elliott Bay shoreline.

Denny Way outfall in 1988.
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The information included on this map has been compiled from
a variety of sources and is subject to change without notice.
King County makes no representations or warranties, express
or implied, as to accuracy, completeness, timeliness, or rights
to the use of such information. King County shall not be liable
for any general, special, indirect, incidental, or consequential
damages including, but not limited to, lost revenues or lost
profits resulting from the use or misuse of the information
contained on this map. Any sale of this map or information
on this map is prohibited except by written permission of
King County.
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King County Today
King County government provides many 
public services including regional wastewater 
conveyance and treatment; public transit; 
public health; law enforcement; regional parks; 
solid waste disposal; and recycling.

Working with Our 
Communities
King County 
is a “wholesaler” 
of wastewater 
conveyance 
and treatment 
to Seattle and 33 
other cities and local sewer agencies serving 
about 1.4 million people.

The county is committed to building facilities 
that are sensitively designed to meet the 
concerns of the community in which they 
are sited. Public art, landscaping, signs and 
architectural details are some ways we achieve 
that goal.

The county regularly monitors and assesses 
water quality near CSO outfalls. Its CSO water 
quality assessments include risk assessments 
and working with the community.
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Artwork at flow regulator station in Myrtle Edwards Park

Printed on recycled paper. Please recycle.
This brochure was printed in-house on the King County print shop’s cost-effective color laser printer. 
Cost for the print run is less than two-color offset printing. To minimize waste and to reduce printing 
and mailing costs, King County Wastewater Treatment Division printed only a small number of this 
brochure and has made it available online at http://dnr.metrokc.gov/WTD/cso/. 

For more information check out our Web site at
http://dnr.metrokc.gov/WTD/cso/

Or contact us at King County Wastewater          
Treatment Division
206-684-1280

Alternative formats on request
206-684-1280  TTY Relay 711
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